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THE   TIMES   HISTORY   OF   THE   WAR.
The establishment of the canteens arose out of the admission of the Admiralty of the time, by legalising the savings system in 1799, of their inability to provision, the men properly. There is no doubt that for a considerable period the men looked with suspicion on official foodstuffs, and therefore preferred to draw the money equivalent and spend it at the canteens. The character of the canteens, owing to different contractors being employed, varied very considerably ; in some cases goods of poor quality were sold at exorbitant prices, while in other ships the canteens were so well managed as to be a positive boon. On board ship there were, of course, only dry canteens, but the wet canteen was permitted at shore establishments. The only alcoholic drink which the seaman coiild obtain on board ship was the spirit ration, and, although by recent regulations a man could have the money value of this instead of the spirit, he generally preferred to take his tot of rum. It was recognized that in any changes which might be made the canteens must be preserved, but an excellent step was taken in bringing them under the control of the Director of Victualling. This meant that the contractors were fenced in by regulations whichwere all to the benefit of the men, while the contractor's own position was made easier in some respects. With Admiralty control there came an undoubted improvement in the way the canteens were conducted, and as this was coincident with improvements in the general victualling system, the outbreak of war found this important department developed to a higher degree of efficiency than at any previous period.
A visit to any one of the great victualling yards at any period after the rush of war
demands had been met would have revealed the-fact that those establishments were amply stocked for a war as to the length of which it was not possible to make predictions. AH in the case of the supply depots for the Army, a very thorough system of inspection of stores was in operation. Not only was all food tented and supplies, if necessary, rejected, but- all clothing materials were examined and tested fop strength and quality. No risk was run of defective st ores being accepted for the Fleet, and the loss through condemnation of stores, chiefly arising from returns from ships, was reduced to negligible proportions. Tho Director of Victualling, although not a purchasing officer, was responsible throughout the war for making indents upon the Director of Contracts for the necessary supplies, and he was also charged with the duty of the framing of the estimates for and supervising the expenditure on the Victualling vote.
Even during the long years of peace the possibilities of war were not left out of night. Jf the Navy was ready when the supremo moment arrived it was because the strategy which would govern its movements in the* event of war had been long since decided. Tho plans for the victualling of the Fleet were by no meana the least of these decisions. Tho Director had always been in close touch with tho Director of Naval Intelligence and the Director of Transports as to the needs of war, and those in charge of foreign naval stations know what had to be done on tho outbreak of hostilities. That the work was well done, both at the Admiralty nerve-centre and at the naval outposts, is a claim warranted by tho experience of the war.
BRINGING MEALS TO THE MESS DECK.